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James Emerson was born in 1804 in Belfast, 
the son of a successful tobacco merchant. He 
was educated at the Royal Belfast Academical 
Institution and entered Trinity College Dublin 
in 1821, but left without taking a degree. He 
travelled extensively on the Continent in the 
1820s and donated some items he collected to 
the Belfast Natural History & Philosophical 
Society, of which he was one of the first 
elected members. In 1831 he married Laetitia, 
daughter of wealthy banker William Tennent 
of Tempo Manor, Co. Fermanagh. Emerson 
assumed the Tennant name and arms when 
his father-in-law died in 1832. 

Tennent was elected MP for Belfast in 1832 
and for Lisburn in 1852. During his long 
career in Parliament he held posts including 
Civil Secretary to the colonial government of 
Ceylon, Permanent Secretary to the Poor Law 
Board and Secretary to the Board of Trade. 

S I R  J A M E S  E M E R S O N  T E N N E N T  

Sir James Emerson Tennent, 1869 (PRONI: D2922/A/3/1) 

Tempo Manor, Co. Fermanagh (photograph by Leon Litvack) 

Passport of James Emerson Tennent, Malta to Corfu, 
1825 (PRONI: D1748/G/793/3) 

Tennent championed Free Trade, design copyright 
for fabrics and maintenance of the Union between 
Britain and Ireland. He also showed great 
sympathy for the manufacturing and merchant 
classes.Tennent was knighted in 1845 and created 
a Baronet in 1867. He died suddenly in London in 
1869 and was buried in Kensal Green Cemetery. 

The Tennents had two daughters, Ethel and Edith. 
Their only son, Sir William Emerson Tennent 
(born 1835), succeeded to the Baronetcy but had 
no children and so the baronetcy subsequently 
became extinct. 

Sir James Emerson Tennent, bust by Patrick Macdowell, 
presented to Belfast City Hall in 1916 



 

 

 

     

 

 

 

 

 
 

 
 

Dickensian society was horrified 
by tales of bodysnatchers, who 
earned their money digging up 
fresh corpses from graveyards and 
selling them to medical schools 
for dissection. So infamous were 
these crimes that Dickens included 
the character Jerry Cruncher, a 
resurrection man, in his novel 
A Tale of Two Cities. 

Dickens first wrote to 
Tennent in 1837, saying; 

Mrs Gamp in Martin Chuzzlewit

  He’d make a lovely corpse... 

“I take the earliest opportunity of saying that 
I most cordially appreciate the wishes you are 
kind enough to express for the furtherance 
of our acquaintance, which I am sincerely 
desirous to improve.” 

Their extensive correspondence 
concerns such political matters as 
education and international copyright. 

Dickens and Tennent holidayed 
together in Rome in 1852. 

Tennent helped to gain preferment for 
Dickens’s sons Charley and Henry. 

For some, the lust for money was too great to wait 
for people to die and so they took to murder. In 
a letter to a friend,Tennent describes attending 
the trial and execution of ‘The London Burkers’, 
infamous bodysnatchers who drugged and 
murdered their victims in the waste ground of 
Nova Scotia Gardens, Shoreditch. It is believed that 
Dickens used Nova Scotia Gardens as inspiration 
for the dust heap setting of Our Mutual Friend, 
the novel he dedicated to Tennent. 

B O DY  S N A  T C H E R S  ( R E S U R R E C T I O N  M E N )  

James Emerson Tennent on execution of body snatchers, 
1831 (PRONI: D1748/G/661/95A) 

Letter from Dickens to Tennent, 
1837 (PRONI: D2922/D/23/65) 

Sir James Emerson Tennent, portrait by Philip Richard 
Morris, presented to Belfast City Hall in 1916 



 

 
  

 

 
 

 

Ebenezer Scrooge, A Christmas Carol 

In Dickensian times it was popular to give 
a lock of hair to a loved one as a keepsake. 
The idea of keepsakes and mementos are 
often referenced in Dickens’s novels - the 
locket in Oliver Twist, the buttons in David 
Copperfield and in A Christmas Carol, 
where Scrooge laments his lost love, wishing 
he had a lock of hair to remember her by. 

At PRONI, the Tennent Papers (D1748) 
include a collection of 14 locks of hair, 
apparently given to Robert James Tennent 
(friend of James Emerson Tennent) 
between 1818-1827 before his marriage to 
Eliza McCracken. Some of the locks were 
accompanied by love letters and notes. Each 
lock was kept in folded paper, dated and 
bearing the name of the young woman to 
whom the hair belonged. 

K E E P S A K E S  A N D  
M E M E N T  O S  

Locks of hair from the Tennent Papers, c1820’s (PRONI: D1748/G/802)

    ...loose waves 
of hair, an inch of 
which would be a 
keepsake beyond 
price... 



 

 

 

 

 

 

     

 

Phrenologist Frederick Bridges to James 
Emerson Tennent, 1860 (PRONI:D2922/A/2/1) 

Dickens became fascinated with the so-called 
‘new sciences’ popular during the Victorian 
era.These included mesmerism - the practice 
of hypnosis which Dickens is thought to have 
practiced on his own wife - and phrenology, 
the science of ‘reading a person’s head’. 

Phrenology involved estimating the size of 
the brain and studying the bumps on the 
skull to determine personality, weaknesses 
and strengths. Both Dickens and his friend 
Tennent had their ‘heads read’, with Tennent’s 
results including the less than complimentary 
statement “the size of your brain is below 
the average...”. 

Dickens included notes on phrenology in 
novels such as Bleak House and followed 
phrenologists’ guides when describing the 
appearance of his characters. 

The size of 
your brain is 
below the 
average... 

T H E  ‘ N E W  S C I E N C E S ’  

Phrenological character study of Sir James Emerson Tennent 
by Frederick Bridges, 1860 (PRONI: D2922/A/2/1) 



 

 

  

 

 

Finlay was born in 1832, the son of journalist Francis 
Dalziel (Dalzell) Finlay (1793-1857) who founded the 
Northern Whig newspaper. On his father’s death, Francis 
took over the paper and ran it from offices in Calendar 
Street, Belfast, until 1874 when he sold the publication. In 
1865 Finlay married Janet Russel, whose father Alexander 
Russel (1814-76) was editor of the Scotsman newspaper 
in Edinburgh, where Finlay had done his training. 

In 1874 Finlay moved to London and became Secretary 
to the Political Committee of the Reform Club. He also 
contributed articles on theatre and travel to various 
periodicals, including the society journal The World. 

Francis Finlay died in London in 1917. His obituary 
in The Times stated that once he took charge of the 
Northern Whig he ‘introduced ideas and methods till 
then unknown in Irish journalism’, including a so-called 
‘London Letter’, initially written by the journalist Edmund 
Yates (1831-94), who was a regular contributor to 
Dickens’s journal All the Year Round. 

F R A N C I S  D  A L Z I E L  F I N L A  Y  

Marriage contract between 
Francis D Finlay and Janet Russel, 

Edinburgh, 1865 (PRONI: D3854/1) 

Dickens: Irish 

In advance of Dickens’s 1867 visit to 
Ireland, Finlay assisted him in finding a 
local agent in Belfast - Hart & Churchill 
music sellers (of Castle Place and later 
Wellington Place, who closed in 1972) - 
to sell tickets for the performance. 

When Finlay’s brother Henry was going to 
India in 1860, Dickens sent with him a packet 
of photographs for his son Walter Dickens 
(1841-63) who had gone to the Subcontinent 
in the employ of the East India Company. 

Illustration, Interior of the Ulster Hall, Belfast, 1900 (PRONI: T1129/297) 

Francis D Finlay to Lord Dufferin, 
1868 (PRONI: D1071/H/B/F/112/2) 

Francis D Finlay to Lord Dufferin, 
1868 (PRONI: D1071/H/B/F/112/2) 



 

  
 

 

 

 
 

 

 

   
 

 

Newspapers were an essential means of 
circulating information in Victorian times. As 
well as general news items from home and 
abroad, they included records of births, deaths, 
marriages and court proceedings.They also 
featured advertisements, details of forthcoming 
entertainment and reviews of shows. 

Newspapers can be extremely useful to 
researchers, providing details about individuals 
and events which help our understanding of 
culture and society. 

N E W S P  A P E R S  

Life Assurance Policy Payment receipt 
of Francis D Finlay, 1883 (PRONI: D3854/1) 

Northern Whig newspaper, Belfast, 7th December 1869 (PRONI: D1556/23/5) 

Dickens met Finlay for the first time in 
Belfast in 1858 and the two struck up a strong 
friendship. After the author’s departure he 
wrote to Finlay to finalise the purchase of 
two Irish jaunting cars – one for Dickens and 
another for his manager - to ‘astonish the 
counties of Kent and Sussex’ as he says in a 
letter. Dickens used his to ferry guests from 
his home, Gad’s Hill, to the nearby railway 
station at Higham.When Finlay had occasion 
to be in London, Dickens invited him to stay at 
Gad’s Hill.The novelist joked that Finlay would 
find ‘the great national vehicle at the Higham 
platform, opening its arms to receive you’. 

Describing a visit to Dickens’s country home in June 1862, Finlay 
states that they played billiard bagatelle, croquet, whist, vingt-et-un, 
and ‘bounding ball’ on the lawn between ‘elegant’ dinners and also told stories, 
riddles and conundrums. Finlay found ‘a profusion of good talk’ and concluded 
that it was ‘perhaps the pleasantest visit I ever made, or may ever make’. 

Francis D Finlay to Lord Dufferin, 
1868 (PRONI: D1071/H/B/F/112/2) 

Finlay to a friend, 1862 (referenced in The Letters of Charles Dickens Vol. 10 1862-64, Storey, Brown & Tillotson 1998) 
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Dickens and Finlay shared a number of 
friends, including the artists William Powell 
Frith, Marcus Stone, and Luke Fildes. 

Indeed, Dickens was not Finlay’s only 
prominent literary friend. In August 1873 
Finlay met Samuel Clemens, better known as 
Mark Twain, when the author was in Belfast 
with his family. Finlay invited them to dinner 
and the men became close friends, no doubt 
soon finding they had much in common as 
Twain had attended Dickens’s reading tour 
in New York in 1868. By November that year, 
Twain described Finlay as “one of the closest 
friends I have”. 

Dick Swiveller in The Old Curiosity Shop 

The wing of 
friendship never 
moults a feather 

Donegall Place, Belfast, 1900 (PRONI: T1129/282) 

Royal Avenue, Belfast, 1900 (PRONI: T1129/280) 

Ties 



 

 

 

 

 

Photography became popular from the 
1840s onward. Initially it was carried out by 
professional ‘operators’ as the process was 
complex and the chemicals used dangerous to 
the health; however amateurs soon began taking 
and developing photographs themselves. 

Photographs provide us with visual insight into 
past generations, from the jobs they did and 
pastimes they enjoyed to the clothes they wore. 
Professional photographers often provided 
elaborate backdrops or staged images to 
emphasise the individual’s social status. 

Photographs of famous people like Dickens, 
Lord Dufferin or James Emerson Tennent were 
sold to the public, who often collected them 
in souvenir albums. Photographs of Dickens 
were also used for promotional purposes, to 
encourage people to attend his live readings 
and buy his books. 

P H O  T  O G R A P H S  

Lord Dufferin and family, Helens Tower, 
Clandeboye, c1890s (PRONI: D1071/B/A/17) 

Lord Dufferin, c1870s (PRONI: D1071/B/A/17) 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Dufferin was born in Florence in 1826, the 
son of Price Blackwood, fourth Baron Dufferin 
and Clandeboye and Helen Selina Sheridan, 
granddaughter of the playwright Richard 
Brinsley Sheridan. On the death of his father 
in 1841, Frederick succeeded to the title. He was 
educated at Eton (1839-43) and then Christ 
Church Oxford (1844-6), but did not take a 
degree. In 1847 he took control of his estates at 
Clandeboye, Co. Down. 

Dufferin visited the famine districts in County Kerry in 
1847 and published a poignant description of what he 
saw. He advanced quickly in politics owing to the support 
of the Prime Minister, Lord John Russell. He became 
Lord-in-Waiting (a member of the Royal Household) to 
Queen Victoria in 1849 and during the 1850s and 60s held 
diplomatic posts in the Middle East and India. Dufferin 
was also Chancellor of the Duchy of Lancaster (1868-72) 
and government spokesman for Irish affairs in the House 
of Lords. He married Hariot Georgina Rowan-Hamilton 
of Killyleagh (1843-1936) in 1862.They had six sons and 
three daughters. 

F R E D E R I C K  H A M I LT  O N - T E M P L E - B L A  C K W  O O D  ,  
1 S T  M A R Q  U E S S  O F  D U F F E R I N  A N D  AVA  

In 1872 Dufferin became Governor General of Canada. Proving 
a popular appointment, he travelled and spoke extensively and 
promoted Canadian pride, both within the country and overseas. 
In 1878 he became British ambassador to Russia and in 1881 
transferred to Constantinople as ambassador to the Ottoman 
Empire. In 1884 he became Viceroy of India and later held 
ambassadorial posts in Rome (1889-91) and Paris (1892-96). 

Dufferin died in 1902 and is buried at Clandeboye.The estate 
today is smaller than the one Dufferin inherited, as he sold much of 
the land to pay off debt in the 1870s. Clandeboye House features 
displays of the many curios and artefacts he and his wife collected 
during their years abroad. Lord Dufferin and family, Clandeboye 

House, 1892 (PRONI: D1622/3) 

India, c1860-80 (PRONI: T3263/3) 

Frederick Hamilton-Temple-Blackwood, 1st Marquess 
of Dufferin and Ava, c1888 (PRONI: D1071/B/A/17) 



 

 

 

 

  
 

 

 
 

Dickens had met Dufferin at a dinner 
in the 1850s, but they did not become 
friends until the mid-1860s, when the 
novelist sent Dufferin a signed copy of 
David Copperfield. The two corresponded 
about Dickens’s visit to Belfast in 1869. 
The Dufferins offered to entertain 
Dickens, but he declined all offers of 
hospitality, as was his usual course of 
action while on tour. 

Dufferin honoured Dickens in a speech in Liverpool, 
where the author was the guest of honour at a public 
dinner. He emphasised that Dickens had ‘taught rich 
and poor’ to ‘recognise their common humanity’. 
He also observed, in an imperial vein, that Dickens’s 
writings were destined to exercise a ‘supremacy’ over 
every English-speaking community, whether it be 
‘an African or Indian colony, or a future Australasian 
empire’ (The Times, 12 April 1869). 

The most lasting indication of the strength of this 
friendship between Dickens and Lord Dufferin 
was the assistance Dufferin offered to the author’s 
children.This included gaining preferment for the 
novelist’s son Francis Jeffrey Dickens (1844-86), 
who wished to become an officer in the North-West 
Mounted Police in Canada. 

Dickens to Dufferin regretfully declining hospitality while in Belfast, 1868 (PRONI: D1071/H/B/D/139/1) 

Frederick Hamilton-Temple-Blackwood, 
1st Marquess of Dufferin and Ava, 1888

 (PRONI: D1071/B/A/17). 

Clarke Aspinall to Lord Dufferin, regarding the Charles 
Dickens Banquet in Liverpool at which Lord Dufferin was 

to propose a toast, 1869 (PRONI: D1071/H/B/A/291/1) 
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